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      On a clear day, the views are mind-blowing, with chains of blue mountains stretching to the horizon. The sky is sapphire, and the vegetation is green or multicolored, depending on the season. There are deep valleys bisected by tinkling streams and broad rivers that sometimes tumble from the heights in roaring waterfalls. The route traverses’ endless forests, green in summer and alive with butterflies, birds, deer, moose, and black bears. In winter, bare trees guard the trail like sentinels, the ground white with snow. The woods are silent, except for the sound of your footsteps and the occasional stream chattering to itself in the quiet. Mist sometimes veils the endless vistas, turning hikers into ghostly figures walking secret paths.

      While the Appalachian Trail might present an overwhelming challenge for new hikers, parents with kids or those who crave completing the entire trail but lack hiking experience, visiting the national parks along the trail is a good way to make it doable.  At the end of the trail everyone can share in the victory at the finish line.

      Geologically, the Appalachian Mountains are among the oldest on Earth. Millennia of exposure and erosion have formed today's undulating yet magnificent mountains. The range stretches across the eastern United States as interconnected ridges.

      The Appalachian Trail is one of North America's longest hiking routes, covering almost 2,200 miles and winding through 14 states, from Georgia in the south to Maine in the north (Howell, 2021). Hiking the entire trail can be challenging. Quite apart from the distance, the constantly changing topography makes it equivalent to climbing Mount Everest 16 times (Howell, 2021). You'll need to be physically fit with prior backpacking experience to do this.

      Volunteers look after the trail; you might meet some on your hike. There are 31 maintenance clubs, each responsible for a section of the route (Howell, 2021). They ensure the trail is maintained and clearly marked, develop new sections, and build shelters. Their work is essential, especially considering that nearly 99% of the trail has been relocated or rebuilt since its inception (Howell, 2021). This is good news for hikers because the newer routes include many spectacular landmarks.

      HISTORY OF THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL

      The Appalachian Trail was originally never intended to be a scenic hike. Brainchild of Benton MacKaye a century ago, the route was a pilot project promoting regional economic redevelopment. MacKaye intended to rejuvenate the Appalachian hill towns that had become degraded due to the Second World War and the economic boom. A venture with such a broad scope was then considered very innovative. It was hoped that the knock-on effects would extend to the seaboard of the eastern U.S.

      MacKaye’s vision combined elements as diverse as industry, labor, community development, environment, and wilderness conservation. He wanted to unite urban and rural areas, aligning regional planning to local ecology rather than furthering political aspirations. The grandiose scale of the project, extending across a continental mountain range, was tremendously ambitious. What we call the Appalachian Trail today was, therefore, once far more—a plan to reinvent the economic geography of the eastern U.S.

      WHY HIKE THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL?

      The reasons why people hike this route are as varied as people themselves. Some wish to relieve anxiety or depression or simply pit themselves against nature. Still, there are others who aim to visit all 63 parks to get their National Park Passport Book stamped to keep as a memento of their valuable moments spent in nature.

      Many wish to break free from the tyranny of urban life, which has stolen their sense of identity. They hope the beauty and purity of the wilderness will soothe their aching souls. People often quit their jobs so they can follow their Appalachian Trail dreams. Some become so invested in the simplicity of on-trail life that reaching the end is an anticlimax.

      WHAT IS SECTION HIKING?

      A children's joke asks, "How do you eat an elephant?" The answer is: "One bite at a time." This applies to many things in life, including hiking the Appalachian Trail. Walking 2,200 miles in one go may seem daunting, time-consuming, and expensive. There might be practical considerations. Maybe you cannot afford to take a few months off or quit your job. Perhaps you have a young family or other commitments you can't leave.

      The good news is that this trail can be hiked in smaller bites. This is known as section hiking. Some hikers decide to hike the entire trail bit by bit. It may take a few years, but many have completed the trail this way. You might prefer to randomly hike different parts of the route, choosing parks closer to home or that reflect personal interests. Such people are flip-flop hikers.

      FROM APPREHENSION TO CONFIDENCE
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      If you've never hiked before—or very rarely—you might be concerned about managing such a physically demanding trail like this, even if section hiking. In Chapters 1 to 3, you will find everything you need to know to prepare for this epic hike.

      You'll read inspirational stories from people who hiked the trail in challenging conditions or at an advanced age. You will learn to overcome fears like getting lost, coping with insects and wildlife, injuries, thunderstorms, and more.

      Chapter 2 includes information about how to get fit, what to take, what to eat, and how to choose the right gear, from hiking boots to sleeping bags and stoves. Chapter 3 includes information about the trail.

      FAMILY HIKING

      While it might seem strange to take children on a hike of this nature, many people do. Several years ago, a friend who did part of this trail saw a family she met doing the entire route—the children were six or seven years old and even being home-schooled on the trail.

      This book includes valuable advice on preparing and hiking as a family. In the chapters dealing with specific sections of the trail, I have included shorter routes and excursions to rivers and waterfalls that can be done with younger children and more challenging routes that appeal to older children and teens.

      BONDING WITH NATURE

      Hiking is about more than simply covering the country in your rubber-soled boots. It's a marvelous way to get up close and personal with the wilderness and the natural beauty surrounding us when we leave skyscrapers and city streets behind.

      Perhaps you want to hike the Appalachian Trail because you love nature. Besides enjoying the spectacular views, you may want to find out where to watch birds, see wildflowers and wildlife like deer and bears, pick wild berries, or sit and savor the silence beside a tranquil lake reflecting the cobalt sky. I have included such routes in this book.

      Experiencing the Appalachian Trail, however, you choose to hike it, is unforgettable. This book aims to provide information to guide and inform your experience, especially if you are section hiking.
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      Even if section hiking is appealing, you might still be apprehensive about hiking and camping in vast wilderness areas with few amenities. However, this need not mean abandoning your dreams. Properly prepared and equipped, you can confidently head into the wilderness with a backpack on your back—and trees, wildflowers, birds, and the occasional deer herd for company. After all, hundreds of people do each year.

      INSPIRATIONAL STORIES

      While considering hikes on this epic trail, there are some incredible stories of people whose hikes made headlines and even, in one case, inspired a book.

      Amazing Grandma Greatwood

      At 67, Emma Greatwood walked the trail three times, becoming a hiking celebrity (Montgomery, 2016). To escape an unhappy marriage, she left her Ohio home with a change of clothes and a little money, telling her family she was going walking. It was some time before she was seen again. It turned out that she had walked 800 miles of the Appalachian Trail. (Montgomery, 2016). Mrs. Greatwood gave maintenance crews constructive feedback, which improved the trail.

      A Hikers’ Romance

      In March 2017, Ben started thru-hiking the Appalachian Trail from Georgia. Days later, Mikaela began her journey. Her family were hikers, and she had always wanted to do this trail, while Ben had a difficult family situation and was hoping to find himself.

      The couple met near Hamburg and walked together until the end. They mostly camped and walked about 20 miles a day, after which they would hitchhike to the nearest town (Patterson, 2022). There, they would do laundry, resupply, and use running water. Hikers bring essential revenue to small places with few economic opportunities. Ben enjoyed supporting them. The pair met numerous other hikers, broadening their hiking community, and completed the trail in October 2017 (Patterson, 2022).

      Ben missed the simplicity of trail life and the sense of community. However, he learned many important things, mainly that he needed only four things: a full belly, water, shelter, and good company. Mikaela learned to rely on herself and trust her instincts. Today, the pair are life and business partners, running an organic farm in Hamburg.

      Blind Man’s Bluff

      Bill's fascination with the Appalachian Trail began after he went camping in Virginia with friends. The campsite was near the trail, and he longed to hike it despite being handicapped. A recovering alcoholic who had lost four marriages to drinking and his sight to an incurable disease, he was attempting to mend his broken relationships.

      After completing a rehabilitation program, Bill became a born-again Christian. He hiked the trail in sections with his trusty guide dog, believing that part of his Christian ministry was to talk to people hoping to find themselves or resolve relationship problems.

      One year, he was hiking the last section of the trail with a friend and his guide dog in winter. It was tough going, especially for a blind man. After falling into an icy river, shivering in a tent with hypothermia threatening, he wondered whether God wanted him to continue. As he prayed, he felt heat envelop his entire body and was warm for the first time since starting the hike.

      In the morning, Bill told his friend about his experience, and they hiked to the end of the route in Maine. While hiking, Bill realized he was called to be a family counselor. He now does this work and hikes despite his disability. He still occasionally hikes stretches of the Appalachian Trail with his guide dog.

      CONQUERING FEARS

      There are many reasons for having reservations about hitting the trail. Here are a few reassuring tips:

      Do Your Research

      There are loads of information about the Appalachian Trail, both online and off, so find out everything you can by reading books or articles, watching documentaries, and speaking to people who have done it. Consider both positive and negative aspects when planning.

      Recognize the Real Dangers

      You might have vague anxieties about being in the wilderness. Things you need to focus on include getting lost, being injured or hurt, coping with the weather, dealing with wild animals and insects, feeling lonely, or personal shortcomings like inexperience.

      Being Prepared

      If you were ever a Boy Scout or Girl Scout, know their motto: Be prepared. It's good advice. Consider the season, check the weather forecast before leaving, and pack appropriately. Always carry plenty of water and purify it before drinking. Wear sunscreen and a hat. Bug spray can be helpful, especially in summer.

      Being Comfortable

      Even section hiking this trail can be strenuous—and it might take its toll, especially on the legs and feet. The journey will be more enjoyable if you're comfortable, even when the terrain or conditions are challenging.

      
        	
Wear comfortable clothing and ensure you won't be too hot or cold.

        	
Layer your clothing.

        	
Pack good, waterproof rain gear.

        	
Test gear beforehand to make adjustments before leaving to hike the trail.

        	
If backpacking, make sure your pack isn't too heavy—the lighter, the easier the trip and the more enjoyable.

        	
Wearing comfortable, supportive hiking boots is essential.

      

      Getting Lost

      A friend who is an experienced hiker once stayed in holiday accommodations near a forest. The owners told her there was a forest hike she could do, and it would take little time. She grabbed her day bag and headed off. She soon got an uncomfortable feeling. Several paths, probably used by logging crews, went in different directions. The route that had seemed so clear when she started quickly became a mystery.

      She stopped, listening for sounds to get her bearings. All she heard were bird calls. Then, the sawmill started up. Its screeching and reverberating sound ran through the woods. She had passed it when she drove in and knew that if she found it, the road would be nearby. She followed the sound and soon emerged from the woods.

      Getting lost is the best-kept secret fear of all who venture into the great outdoors, especially somewhere as vast as the Appalachian wilderness. Here are some safety pointers:

      
        	
Tell friends and family when and where you are going and when you expect to return. If you signed a hiking register upon departure, remember to sign in when you return (you will only be popular with mountain rescue personnel if you remember).

        	
Be alert! Know where you are going. Remember landmarks to retrace your steps.

        	
Stay vigilant and watch out for trail markers, especially if there are other intersecting paths.

        	
Pack a compass and a reliable, recent paper map.

        	
If you get lost, stop! Consider where you have been and look around.

        	
You could:

        	
Retrace your steps back to the last trail marker you saw

        	
Listen for the sound of a river, traffic, or other human or urban sounds to guide you to where you can pick up the trail again.

        	
Look for prominent features and landmarks on your map, like roads, buildings, farms, fields, hills, rivers, or waterfalls.

        	
You can walk to a high point and observe where the trail goes, which is best for open situations.

      

      Wildlife and Insects

      Wildlife encounters add a special dimension to any hike. Avoid getting too close to wild animals, as this protects you and them. Stash food where animals won't find it, especially if camping. Never leave food or gear outside at night.

      Venomous snakes can be a problem, so find out which ones you might encounter and how much of a threat they will pose. Snakes generally avoid humans—they're not keen to interact with us, either.

      When it comes to creepy crawlies, you're most likely to encounter flies, mosquitoes, lizards, spiders, and scorpions in the wilderness. It's unlikely there will be serious encounters. Here are a few tips for dealing with insects:

      
        	
Use an effective bug spray

        	
Wear gaiters over the top of boots

        	
Wear lightweight long-sleeved shirts and pants

        	
Keep the tent entrance zipped, and never leave it open for too long when entering or leaving

        	
Shake out shoes and clothing before putting them on if left outside

        	
If you're allergic to bees or wasps, be sure to bring medication before heading out on the trail

        	
Check yourself carefully for ticks upon return to civilization

      

      Avoiding Human Dangers

      While most hikers will be like-minded, this might lead to unpleasant encounters when the wilderness intersects with civilization. There could be thieves helping themselves to your gear or something more dangerous. Here are some protection tips:

      
        	
Avoid camping near parking lots, roads, drivers' rest spots, and trailheads. Near towns, stay in designated campsites or cabins and hostels.

        	
Always keep phones charged and have emergency contact numbers programmed—use a power pack to keep the cellphone battery charged.

        	
Do not listen to audiobooks or music when hiking so you can hear the surroundings.

        	
If you start feeling uncomfortable during a conversation, make an excuse and leave.

        	
Carry pepper spray and know how to use it.

        	
Familiarize yourself with escape routes so you can get off the trail if necessary (this might also be useful in case of illness or injury)

        	
Carry an emergency whistle to alert people nearby if you are in a tricky situation.

      

      Injuries and Illness

      These can strike at any time. One scorching mid-summer friends of mine was hiking a trail when an older man fell ill. A nurse in the party stabilized him—and then came the problem of getting the man off the trail. Fortunately, there was a town nearby. My friend offered to accompany the sick man. A few other hikers set off with them and hiked to a dirt road that would take the pair into town. After seeing the doctor, my friend and the sick man got a lift to their campsite from a local.

      Prevent injuries. Use trekking poles in slippery, muddy, or wet conditions or to descend steep, boulder-strewn slopes. Avoid tripping over rocks or tree roots. If you get hurt, assess the injury. Can bleeding be stopped? Can you continue if the feet or legs are injured?

      Pack a basic first aid kit (see Chapter 2 for details).

      Preparing For the Weather

      Rain-test your gear. Do not just go camping on a rainy weekend. Do something like find a locker room where you can pitch your tent and turn several showerheads on while inside it, seeing which seams and zippers leak.

      Thunderstorms and lightning can be a problem—find out more about this in the next chapter.

      Wear rain pants over shorts on cold mornings.

      Pack sunscreen. You'll be on the trail several hours daily, so sunburn is highly likely.

      Beware of wind gusts when walking close to the edge of a ridge or exposed place on a windy day. A wind gust might cause you to lose footing.

      Vehicle Traffic

      The Appalachian Trail crosses numerous roads—and so must hikers. Be careful when crossing busy roads, especially when there are blind corners. Cross where you can see clearly in both directions.

      NORTH OR SOUTH?

      The Appalachian Trail is a linear trail starting and ending at different points. It can be traversed in a northerly direction from Georgia to Maine or in a southern direction from Maine to Georgia. Northbound hikers are referred to as NOBOs. Southbound hikers call themselves SOBOs. While most choose to hike northward, others prefer to do it the other way.

      Following the Covid-19 pandemic, more people use the wilderness as a great escape. Some backpackers are opting for SOBO to avoid crowds.

      APPALACHIAN TRAIL TERMINOLOGY

      Besides NOBO and SOBO, a distinctive trail lingo might be helpful to know as you prepare to section hike the Appalachian Trail. Here are some common terms.

      
        	
Aqua blaze: To skip a section of the Appalachian Trail by doing it in a canoe, kayak, or other watercraft.

        	
ATC: Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the organization that ensures that the route is maintained and conserved. They are an advocacy group for the trail.

        	
Banana-blaze: A woman following a man down the trail intending to develop a romantic relationship with him.

        	
The bubble: The crowd of NOBO thru-hikers who leave Springer Mountain in late March and early April to hike the trail in a few months. It can also refer to SOBO hikers who depart Mount Katahdin in early June.

        	
Flip-flop: Hikers who thru-hike the Appalachian Trail randomly.

        	
GAME: Georgia to Maine.

        	
Green-blaze: Hiking the route while high on marijuana or following someone on the trail to obtain it.

        	
Green tunnel: Heavily forested trail sections.

        	
Hiker trash: Long-distance hikers who have become disheveled.

        	
HYOH—Hike Your Own Hike: This can mean anything from doing things on the trail your way to telling others to mind their business.

        	
Hut: Fully enclosed lodge with amenities and running water.

        	
MEGA: Maine to Georgia.

        	
Nero: This means “nearly zero" and refers to a partial day off during a long-distance hike.

        	
Noro: Norovirus, a disease that spreads quickly in the backcountry (See Chapter 3 for more information).

        	
Pink-blaze: A man who follows a woman down the trail to develop a romantic relationship with her.

        	
PUDS: Pointless ups and downs—climbs and descents without a view.

        	
Ridge-runner: An ATC volunteer who monitors the trail.

        	
Trail angel: People or organizations providing “trail magic” (see below).

        	
Trail magic: Kindness given to hikers, which can be anything from jugs of fresh water left on a dry stretch of the route to providing meals, transport, or lodging. They are usually local people.

        	
Trail name: Nickname adopted by long-distance backpackers—an Appalachian Trail tradition.

        	
Tramily: Trail family refers to a group of hikers who spend a significant amount of time on the trail together, also lodging together in town.

        	
Vitamin I: Ibuprofen, the chosen drug for many long-distance hikers.

        	
Yellow-blaze: Doing a section of the Appalachian Trail by vehicle rather than hiking.

        	
Yo-yo: Hiking the trail NOBO (or SOBO) and immediately turning around and doing it again in the other direction.

        	
Zero: Day off on a long-distance walk when no hiking is done.

        	2,000 Miler: Someone who has hiked the entire Appalachian Trail. Regardless of how they did it.
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